with great discretion ; for, while it will in one case effect the delivery of a living child, it will, in another case, destroy the life of the child before birth, or operate so injuriously on it, as to cause its death shortly after birth, or produce a peculiarly dangerous effect on its nervous system. The difference of effect on the infant depends on the length of time intervening between the administration of the dose and the conclusion of the labour?if this takes place quickly, no harm is done to the child; if it be alive when the medicine is taken, it will be born so; but if a delay of even two hours should occur, the probability is, the child will be still-born. He here gives some cases wherein the duration of the labour after the administration of the medicine varied from a quarter of an hour to two hours, and in all the child was born without any unpleasant consequences.
In the cases which proved fatal, the condition of the infants was very unlike that of still-born children delivered under ordinary circumstances, and when no ergot had been administered to the mother. The distinguishing characteristics are, the general lividity of the surface, the universal rigidity of the muscular system, producing the stiffened limbs and clenched hands in those infants in whom life was extinguished ; and the remarkable kind of alternating spasm and palsy which super' vened in those that were resuscitated.
That the foetus in utero may be influenced by the circulating fluids of the mother, is proved by the well-known fact of the communication of syphilis, small-pox, &c. to the unborn child.
Dr. B. here notices some of the epidemics of spasmodic ergotism, caused by eating bread made of rye containing a large portion of ergot, which visited different parts of the Continent during the last century. The patients were attacked with spasms and convulsions, accompanied with violent pains. In some instances the patients became lethargic, and when recovering from such state gave respectively signs of stupidity, intoxication, and extreme lassitude, after which the fit subsided for a time. There generally remained vertigo, tinnitus aurium, nebulce oculorum, rigidity of the limbs, and great feebleness. It has been ascertained by actual experiment, that the blood of the mother becomes impregnated with the noxious properties of the ergot. In this way we can comprehend how the influence of the drug may be extended from the mother to the child.
It may seem strange that a medicine taken in the usual medicinal doses, and with apparent impunity, by the mother, shall act injuriously on the child. The fact is, the system of the mother is very generally acted on by the ergot, though not injuriously, as is shewn by the great depression in the pulse, caused by the drug. We must also recollect the great susceptibility of infants to the action of narcotics.
From the preceding observations, Dr. Beatty comes to the conclusion, that the administration of ergot to a woman in labour is attended with danger to the child, whenever a time sufficient for the absorption and transmission of its noxious properties elapses before the child is born. The degree of effect produced differs with the time that elapses between the exhibition of the dose and the birth of the child. Hence, the ergot should never be given in any case where there is a likelihood of the labour lasting more than two hours after its administration, except when it may be employed to save the mother's life?and, 2dly, if delivery is delayed to two hours, we should resort to artificial assistance to save the life of the child.
